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Despite the success of individual playwrights, the so-called legitimate theatre in the United States suffered serious economic decline during the first four decades of the twentieth century. Although the number of new productions in New York climbed steadily until 1927, they thereafter began a precipitous retreat that has continued to this day. Across the nation, the number of touring companies fell from over 300 at the turn of the century to about 20 during the first years of the Depression. Cultural historians agree that the advent of the talkie sounded the death knell to theatre as a broadly popular form. But even before the widespread distribution of films with synchronized sound in the late A. Ackerman et al. (eds.), Against Theatre1920s, Hollywood succeeded in stealing the working-class and a large section of the middle-class audience from the legitimate stage by providing them with 'comfortable seats, thick rugs, elegant lounges . . . -all the trappings of wealth that had previously belonged to a select few in the orchestra of a legitimate theatre -and all for twenty-five cents'.
8 It is no surprise, then, that by 1925, 'the average weekly attendance' of movies 'was at least fifty-six times the maximum possible weekly attendance at legitimate plays'.
9 Legitimate theatre galleries were rarely filled after 1912 as the audience was increasingly divided by class in an institution that became even 'less democratic...after the triumph of the movies', in part because of the high price of tickets.
10 During the 1920s, 'the average price differential' between the legitimate stage and the movies 'was five to one'.
11 And for the whole of the century, that ratio ranged between five-to-one and ten-to-one, depending on the particular venues. But ticket price was only one factor in theatre's decline. Although the success of O'Neill and his cohort with critics and upper-middle-class audiences may finally have elevated American drama above vulgar forms like vaudeville and musical comedy, many culturally progressive critics were deeply suspicious of the medium and expected -correctly -that the so-called legitimate theatre would be doomed to permanent marginalization.
The word 'legitimate' has since the nineteenth century been a key term used to position various theatrical practices (for good or ill) in the hierarchy of cultural forms. One of the most loaded metaphors in the theatrical vocabulary, it is constructed in opposition to an imprecisely defined antagonist that would never dare self-identify as 'illegitimate'. Nonetheless, the category of the legitimate, as Richard Butsch reports, has been continually 'recruited into the discourse on the relationship of theatre to art and to mass culture', two terms with which theatre has long had a vexed and nervous relationship.
12 According to the OED, the word 'legitimate', when applied to 'drama', designates 'the body of plays, Shakespeare or other, that have a recognized theatrical and literary merit'. (The earliest example cited is from 1855.) Alfred L. Bernheim in fact quotes an earlier American example, from an 1843 article in the New Mirror in which the 'legitimate' theatre is equated tout court with 'the drama' and hailed as a 'temple dedicated to the muses'. It is opposed to diverse entertainments presented at 'low prices' for 'low audiences': 'horses, dancing, negroes and magicians'. 13 Butsch references an 1879 column in the New York Dramatic Mirror, in which 'the legitimate stage' is set in opposition to 'the variety business', 'the money-making branch of the theatrical business'. Variety -that is, vaudeville, burlesque, animal shows, minstrelsy, and related forms -is first and
